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Labor and Public Employees Committee 

HB 5356 An Act Concerning Pandemic Pay for Essential Workers 

 

Good afternoon, Chairwoman Kushner, Chairwoman Porter, ranking members, and 

members of the Labor and Public Employees Committee. My name is Stacie Harris-

Byrdsong. I serve as Secretary of AFSCME Council 4 which represents 29,000 public 

and private sector employees in Connecticut.  

I’m also President of AFSCME Local 3194 and I’ve been a lead educator at CREC for 

thirty years.  

I’m here to today to testify in favor of HB 5356, An Act Concerning Pandemic Pay for 

Essential Workers.  

On behalf of Council 4’s school support staff workforce, we rise in strong support of HB 

5356, which would provide a pandemic payment of $2,000 for full time workers and 

$1,000 for part time workers deemed essential during Covid-19.  

School support staff are some of the lowest paid workers in the school system. We don’t 

go to work every day because of the pay. We go because we’re proud to be a vital part 

of every school district and we deeply care for the children we support.  

From the beginning of the pandemic, we never hesitated to work on the frontlines. Food 

service workers were handing out meals to students in need. School nurses were 

assessing sick students and every one of us exposed ourselves and our families daily to 

Covid-19 while trying to support students during a chaotic time.  

Students were going through trauma young people should never have to endure. We 

were there for them each day; driving them on buses to school, cleaning classrooms, 

feeding them and helping them learn.  

One of our dear paraprofessional members, Eleanor DeShields, from AFSCME Local 

1522 in Bridgeport, was there, too. She loved her students as if they were her own 

children. Her co-worker, Leondra James Harris had this to say about Eleanor: 

 
“Eleanor not only was an educator, she became that mother figure to all the children 
she came in contact with. She would feed children; she even bought students 
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uniforms…She had such a unique way of helping children learn, as well. This was a gift 
she had. She would bring the best out in all the children.” 
 
Eleanor drew her last breath on December 10th, 2020 after losing her battle with Covid-

19. Next month, Eleanor would have celebrated her 70th birthday. Instead, a beautiful 

soul was cut down too soon due to the pandemic. Her students and co-workers remain 

devastated.  

All of us on the frontlines knew for the past two years that the struggle during this 

pandemic wasn’t about words people used, like “heroes.” It was about deeds. It was 

about showing up, being brave and taking care of those who needed us, even though it 

was scary. We let love lead us.  

Now we’re asking for legislators to show up for us, to show us you saw us and you 

understand; that our sacrifices meant something to you personally, that our sacrifices 

meant something to helping the students in our schools survive and thrive through a 

worldwide pandemic.  

I ask you from the bottom of my heart to support HB 5356.   

Thank you. 


